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"THE  ATHEIST'S  DEBT  TO  CHRIST" 

"He  is  the  image  of  the  invisible  God0 .  „ " 

(Golossians  1:15) 


The  setting  was  a  course  in  church  history,    A  grad- 
uate student  from  Oxford  raised  his  hand  and  asked  in  a  frank 
but  friendly  manner,  "Would  you  please  repeat  that  last  sen- 
tence?   If  I  understood  you  correctly,  I  don't  believe  a  word 
you  said0"    The  clearer  a  matter  becomes ,  the  greater  the 
possibility  for  being  for  it  or  against  it0 

Press  the  hold  button  on  that  point  while  we  go  on  to 
state  the  basic  proposition  of  this  Advent  Meditation,    Jesus 
helped  make  atheism  possible  by  so  disclosing  God  that  men 
could  decide  against  him= 

It  is  dangerous  to  argue  from  silence,  but  is  it  not 
passing  strange  that  the  Old  Testament  does  not  take  athe- 
ism seriously?    One  would  not  be  faulted  for  expecting  that 
a  book  that  recounts  the  acts  of  God  in  history  would  spend 
some  ink  at  least  withstanding  atheism-    But  such  is  not  the 
case.    Oh,  the  Psalmist  said,  "The  fool  hath  said  in  his 
heart,  no  God0"    But  that's  about  it. 

Where  God  is  insufficiently  defined,  disclosed,  or 
revealed,  you  get  not  atheism  but  idolatry  -  false  fascina- 
tion with  wood  or  stone,  the  stars,  fertility,  tribe,  family, 
nation;  and  the  elevation  of  these  to  the  heights  of  divinity . 
The  apologetic  burden  of  the  Old  Testament  is  not  against 
atheism,  but  against  idolatry., 


With  the  coming  of  Jesus  Christ  the  situation  changedo 
Jesus  not  only  opened  the  door  on  faith,  He  opened  the  door 
on  unbelief  as  well.    Now  that  He  has  come,  God  is  no  long- 
er an  unfilled  blank,  a  fuzzy-edged  blur,  a  plastic  non-entity 
at  the  mercy  of  man's  perverted  imagination    In  the  words 
of  St.  Paul  in  the  Colossian  Letter,  "He  (Christ)  is  the  im- 
age of  the  invisible  God„"  (Col.  1:15) 


To  be  sure,  there  is  still  mystery  here.    I  find  John 
David  Maguire  helpful  when  he  says,  "The  phrase  'truly  God' 
does  not  assert  that  in  Jesus  all  of  deity  has  entered  human 
existence  completely.    It  is  declaring  that,  within  the  limits 
of  human  existence,  deity  has  broken  through  truly."  _1 

Whether  we  might  wish  to  or  not,  we  cannot  any  long- 
er be  pre-Christian  in  our  understanding  of  God,  for  Christ 
has  come.    Whether  our  response  is  negative  or  positive, 
our  view  and  understanding  of  God  has  been  indelibly  colored 
by  His  coming,, 

There  is  a  rather  cute  story  about  the  late  Karl  Barth, 
and  his  relationship  at  one  particular  point  with  the  Roman 
Catholic  theologian  Hans  Kung.    "Kung  had  written  a  book  to 
show  that  everything  Karl  Barth  had  said  about  justification 
by  faith  could  be  paralleled  from  Roman  Catholic  tradition. 
'Maybe, '  retorted  Barth,   'but  did  you  make  your  discovery 
before  you  had  read  Karl  Barth,  or  afterwards  ?'"  2   What 
do  we  know  of  God,  consciously  or  unconscious  1%  that  we 
have  not  learned  from  Him  who  is  the  image  of  the  invisible 
God? 

Who  is  this  God  disclosed  in  Christ  to  whom  we  can 
now  say  the  "yes"  of  faith  or  the  "no"  of  unbelief?    Weil,  He 
is  a  God  who  has  a  purpose  for  the  world.    This  comes 
through  clearly  and  repeatedly  during  the  earthly  ministry 
of  Jesus.    Pliny  the  historian  once  asserted  that  "It  is  ridic- 
ulous to  suppose  that  the  great  head  of  things,  whatever  it  be, 
pays  any  regards  to  human  affairs."  3    But  Jesus  ail  through 
His  ministry  assumed  and  taught  that  God  does  care  and  that 
He  has  a  design  and  plan  for  history.     He  does  not  exist  in 
some  removed  domain  apart  from  the  tensions  and  agonies 
of  our  life. 

This  is  so,  my  friends,  because  God  has  life,  not 
merely  being.    Thus  Jesus  could  say,  "My  father  worketh 
hitherto  and  I  work."  (John  5:17)    He  was  intent  on  pointing 
out  that  He  had  not  simply  arrived  in  history,  he  was  sent 
as  part  of  a  plan.     Everywhere  from  first  to  last  Jesus  as- 
sumed that  God  had  a  will  for  the  world,  and  he  yearned  and 
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prayed  that  He  might  be  faithful  to  that  wilh    Perhaps  it  was 
Jesus'  confidence  in  the  existence  of  a  divine  will  for  man 
that  kept  Him  busy  during  His  earthly  years,  but  never  fren- 
zied„    We  need  such  confidence  ourselves  at  this  Advent-tide, 
we  who  are  so  harried,  so  pressed,  so  determined  to  show 
up  on  the  right  side  of  every  cause  that  rises  to  the  surface 

William  Ernest  Hocking  some  years  ago  was  debating 
in  his  own  soul  man's  need  for  visible  success  in  the  things 
he  does.    He  resolved  the  matter  in  this  way:  "Success  there 
must  be,  but  it  need  not  be  my  success:   mastery  of  fortune 
there  must  be,  but  it  need  not  be  my  mastery.    Let  me  but 
know  or  believe  in  some  power  that  is  controlling  or  shall 
control  physical  event  and  history;  then  the  event  begins  to 
have  a  meaning:   and  I  can  find  my  happiness  in  the  assured 
victory  of  that  power,  though  free  as  any  stoic  from  the  need 
of  victory  in  my  own    person  . rr  4 

The  God  whom  Jesus  disclosed  is  at  work  in  the  world„ 
Therefore,  this  litany  that  a  member  was  kind  enough  to 
share  with  me  from  a  visit  to  another  church  in  our  city  is 
of  the  very  truth  of  the  gospel: 

L.     Where  is  the  Spirit  of  the  Lord? 

P.     The  Spirit  of  the  Lord  lives  and  works 

wherever  the  poor  have  good  news  preached 

to  them, 
wherever  liberty  is  proclaimed  to  the 

captives , 
wherever  the  blind  see  and  the  oppressed 
are  freed, 

L.     Where  are  God's  people  to  be? 

Po     They  are  to  be  wherever  these  things  are 

really  happening,  in  the  company  of 

of  the  Lord's  Spirit. 

L.     And  what  are  they  to  do? 

P.     They  are  to  testify  that  it  is  the  Lord's 
Spirit  working,  they  are  to  give 
thanks;  they  are  to  rejoice,"    5_ 


Moreover,  Jesus  revealed   a  God  who  effects  His 
will  through  suffering  love.    This  conies  home  most  clearly 
and  poignantly  in  the  hours  of  Jesus'  crucifixion,  and  in  the 
trial  that  preceded  it.    It  is  said  of  Nietzsche  that  at  Frank- 
fort, on  his  way  to  the  front  in  World  War  I,  he  saw  a  troop 
of  cavalry  passing  with  magnificent  clatter  and  display  through 
the  town.    There  and  then  came  the  perception,  the  vision, 
out  of  which  was  to  grow  his  entire  philosophy.    Said  he,  "I 
felt  for  the  first  time  that  the  strongest  and  highest  Will  to 
Live  does  not  find  expression  in  a  miserable  struggle  for  ex- 
istence, but  in  a  Will  to  War,  a  Will  to  Power,  a  Will  to 
Overpower. "  6 

Contrast  Nietzsche  with  Jesus  who  in  the  hour  of  His 
greatest  test  refused  angel  legions,  denied  Himself  the  pro- 
tection of  Peter's  sword  and  would  not  allow  Judas'  plot  to 
turn  Him  on  and  get  Him  to  exercise  force,,   The  God  of  Scrip- 
ture     the  God  of  Jesus  Christ,  is  not  coercive  but  persuasive. 
He  is  willing  to  suffer  for  that  which  He  would  win.    And  it  is 
not  without  significance  that  in  the  hour  of  that  trial,  it  was 
Pilate  who  fretted  and  Jesus  who  stood  His  ground. 

Finally,  within  the  compass  of  a  meditation,  the  God 
whom  Jesus  came  to  represent  is  a  God  who  triumphs.   We 
see  this  most  clearly  on  the  after-side  of  Easter  in  Jesus' 
associations  with  the  infant  church.    God  raised  Him  from  the 
dead,  this  is  the  testimony  of  Scripture.    The  faithfulness 
that  resides  at  the  heart  of  things  will  not  be  ultimately  deniedj 

Recall  the  myth  of  Sisyphus,  a  conniving  deceiver  in 
his  life-time,  who  eventually  in  the  region  of  the  dead  was 
consigned  to  the  responsibility  of  rolling  a  huge  stone  up  a 
hill,  only  to  find  that  just  as  he  neared  the  top  the  stone  would 
drop  back  and  he  would  have  to  start  again.    There  are  people 
for  whom  this  is  the  model  of  their  years.    Are  we  in  the  steps 
of  Sisyphus,  constantly  pushing  but  never  really  getting  there, 
or  are  we  numbered  with  the  legions  of  the  living  Christ,  con- 
fident of  a  faithfulness  at  the  heart  of  things  that  will  not  be 
denied? 

To  deny  that  life  has  purpose,  to  live  by  force  instead 
of  love,  to  spend  our  years  in  wearying  despair  is,   in  effect, 
to  deny  God,  and  in  the  Christian  context  to  be  an  atheist. 
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Does  ail  of  this  seem  irrelevant  to  you?  In.  varying 
degrees  we  are  all  activists.    One  thinks  of  those  lines  of 
doggerel  that  describe  so  many  in  our  time: 

"To  do  and  do  and  do  is  all  their  fun. 
When  comes  an  end  of  doing,  they  are  done." 

There  are  signs  everywhere,  too  many  to  document 
this  morning,  that  men  are  craving  the  transcendent  again. 
We  are  coming  to  see  that  no  matter  how  much  we  wish  to 
achieve  in  society  we  must  feed  on  something  more  than  our- 
selves and  each  others  books  and  insights. 

Every  so  often  I  throw  in  an  illustration  from  the 
world  of  sports  to  hold  the  women  of  this  congregation.    Here 
is  one  to  try  on  your  friends  when  they  gather  next  in  your 
living  room.    In  professional  football,  a  game  that  we  would 
ail  think  of  as  being  exceedingly  active,  for  how  many  min- 
utes is  the  ball  in  motion  out  of  sixty  minutes  of  playing 
time,    The  answer  is  between  seven  and  seven  and  a  half 
minutes.    The  rest  of  the  time  is  spent  getting  ready  for  the 
next  play  or  reflecting  on  the  last  one. 

Even  the  most  activistic  minded  of  us  is  active  only 
a  small  fraction  of  the  time.    If  our  vision  is  to  be  sustained, 
and  our  work  energized,  we  will  need  to  see  what  Jesus 
came  to  show  us  as  the  image  of  the  invisible  God,    Faith 
will  support  a  hundred  causes,  but  a  hundred  causes  will 
never  produce  a  living  or  life-giving  faith.    Men  and  women 
today  are  turning  increasingly  to  Jesus.    Perhaps  in  their 
turning,  if  they  will  but  listen,  they  will  hear  Him  say,  "Ye 
believe  in  me,  believe  also  in  God." 
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